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“...God’s justice covers the whole
scope of human interaction...”

The Old Testament and Justice:
When Systems become
Systemically Broken
by Jerome Skinner

T

he problems of tribal, ethnic and
familial dysfunction in the Old
Testament (OT) operated within the
system of God’s covenant with His
people. Israel’s covenantal life, which
included an integrated social, judicial,
economic and political structure, was regulated
by a system of order to foster the image of God
in His people (cf. Leviticus 19:2). Thus, while the
causes of Israel’s breach of her covenant with God
may at times have been private (intrapersonal,
e.g., Achan, Joshua 7:16–21), the ramifications
were often experienced within one of these areas
at the public level, especially in the context of
Israel’s experience of God’s justice against injustice (Joshua 7:22–26). Achan’s story provides a
cautionary tale on how a ‘Westernized’ approach
to issues of justice as privatized and personal
conflicts with the systems approach of the communal perspective found in the OT. Because
of the global nature of Christianity and its long
history of intersection with a plethora of different governmental systems, it seems the notion of
a “systemic” understanding of all the “isms” of
human brokenness (e.g., injustice in society) is
difficult for some people of faith to appreciate or
accept.
For example, in Israel, injustice was typically
expressed in the misappropriation and misuse

of power in structural systems. The dynamics of
power move from the intrapersonal (motives and
ideology) to interpersonal (social interactions)
and finally to a structural dimension (economics,1
ethnographic mores, and geographic imposition
of group dynamics). The rest of the OT shows how
humankind’s inherited and cultivated expressions of a corrupted nature functioned in its misuse of power that defamed and defaced the image
of God in humankind.

A Systemic2 View of Injustice: Economics,
Geography and Human Frailty3
In the OT, the dimensions of human brokenness were often expressed in ways that addressed
a three-fold level of injustice, moving from intrapersonal, to interpersonal, and finally culminating in structural divergences from God’s revealed
will. Several examples suffice for how the Word
of God addresses the whole person, that is, both
the internal and external mechanisms of human
striving for domination. As it relates to the problem of injustice, these elements are interrelated
and provide a landscape for observing how these
social constructs functioned together.

1
Victor H. Matthews and Don C. Benjamin, Social World of Ancient Israel 1250–587 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker
Academic, 1993), 37–81.

Merriam Webster’s dictionary defines systemic as “of, relating to, or common to a system.” Also adding,
“Systematic and systemic both come from system. Systematic is the more common word; it most often describes something that is done according to a system or method.” https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/system
2

3
I have limited the scope of various dimensions of socio-cultural-political domains and focused on those aspects
related to the topic of ethnicity, race, and social stigma. Revelation 14 makes a clear demarcation of nations and
tribes and languages and people groups. Thus, these issues are not artificial, but biblical expressions of diverse elements of the make-up of humanity when Jesus returns in His second coming.
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1. Economic Injustices. First, the personal
problem of bias and motives arose
(Deuteronomy 8:17; 15). Given Israel’s social
structure, these biases could develop into
social infractions (e.g., land; Deuteronomy
27:17; Isaiah 5:8). Finally, these infractions could snowball into the misuse of
legitimate economic structures stemming
from personal bias against a group’s socioeconomic status (Jeremiah 34:8–12; cf.
Leviticus 25; Deuteronomy 15:12–14).4 This
type of human brokenness can be classified
as classism, which is prejudice against or
in favor of people belonging to a particular
socio-economic status. These texts reflect
God’s indictment on internalized prejudices
and the external misuse of power. The good
news is that, in His desire to ameliorate the
effects of economic misfortune and oppression, God promised the Spirit to transform
the heart as well as set up systems to promote equity and fairness (cf. Deuteronomy
14; 15:12–23; 24:1–22; 30:6).5
2. Ethnography Injustices.6 First, personal bias
and bad motives could arise based on ethnic
distinctions (Numbers 12:1).7 These internalized biases could be appropriated into
a larger ethnic expression seen in social
infractions (Judges 17–21; Amos 7:10–17).
Finally, the misuse of power surrounding
ethnic distinctions could emerge in a structural context of physical aggression (Judges
12:4–6; 14:3; 1 Samuel 14:6; 18:25). These
and other examples stress how culture,
societal, and community differences play a
part in interactions. The good news is that
God promised that all people groups could
have a place in His kingdom if they so choose
(Isaiah 56).
3. Geography and Injustice. The physical distance between people groups and the

development of environmental adaption
played an integral part in deciphering
people groups in the ancient Near East. The
phenotypic changes in traits are too numerous to mention here.8 The point is sufficiently established that cultural development and practices have been impacted by
environment as much as human interaction
(cf. Gen 41; Exodus 1; Deuteronomy 2:16–
25; 28:49). Ultimately, instead of a mark of
division, God’s intentions were and are to
bring humanity back together where geography is not used to demarcate difference
and elicit injustice (Isaiah 2:1–5; 19:16–25;
56:1–8).

Conclusion
God’s justice covers the whole scope of human
interaction, from private beliefs and attitudes to
public policy. Only Christ’s soon return will render
every issue of injustice its due (Revelation 21:7;
22:12–15), yet, as Christ’s ambassadors’ Christian
thought and action on matters of injustice would
do well to take a more comprehensive approach
and seek to be peacemakers everywhere and at
all times, whether dealing with private or public
injustice.
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In Israel, poverty was not simply a social ill. Inherent in Israel’s notion of poverty were social states (widow,
orphan, resident alien). Interestingly, these groups were the subject of God’s attention regarding justice and fairness.
Peter C. Craigie, The Book of Deuteronomy, NICOT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1976), 206–207, 233–234.
4

5
David L. Baker, Tight Fists or Open Hands?: Wealth and Poverty in Old Testament Law (Grand Rapids, MI; Cambridge,
U.K.: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2009), 199–315.
6
Ethnography is an account of a particular culture, society, or community. A clear distinction needs to be made
between God’s abhorrence for Canaanite (pagan) practices (Numbers 33:50–56) and His general feelings towards the
people under the power of those ungodly cultural influences (Joshua 2; 1 Kings 17; 2 Kings 4–5).
7
“Yielding to the spirit of dissatisfaction, Miriam found cause of complaint in events that God had especially overruled. The marriage of Moses had been displeasing to her. That he should choose a woman of another nation, instead
of taking a wife from among the Hebrews, was an offense to her family and national pride. Zipporah was treated with
ill-disguised contempt.” EGW PP 383
8
One example comes from Ancient Egypt, which was racially homogeneous; yet, skin color varied between the
peoples of Lower Egypt, Upper Egypt, and Nubia, who in various eras rose to power in Ancient Egypt. Flora Brooke
Anthony, Foreigners in Ancient Egypt: Theban Tomb Paintings from the Early Eighteenth Dynasty (New York: Bloomsbury
Academic, 2016).
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